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It’s only been a few years since Leonard
Zon and Irving Weissman found them-
selves chatting during a conference cof-
fee break and hatched plans for an inter-
national society of stem cell research. In
June of this year, the upshot of their infor-
mal discussion—the ISSCR—will con-
vene for its 6th annual meeting and Fiona
Watt of Cancer Research UK will become
the society’s first female president and
the first president to be based in Europe.
Watt’s year-long stint at the ISSCR helm
will conclude in Barcelona, the recently
announced location of its first annual
meeting to take place in Europe. This con-
ference will be an opportunity to bring the
European stem cell community together
like never before and showcase some of
the fantastic stem cell research on the
continent, she says. ‘‘Because of the
way the European Union funds science,
there are already several very successful
and active consortia of labs
with common interests in
stem cells working together
in Europe. But the ISSCR is
the only international society
that really brings all stem cell
scientists together,’’ says
Watt. ‘‘It’s very important to
have an annual meeting that
attracts stem cell researchers
from all over the world and
also from the whole range of
stem cell research, from fun-
damental molecular biology
right through to practical ap-
plications.’’
Initially, London had been
slated to be the host city, but
funding fell through at the
last minute. ‘‘I was personally
very disappointed,’’ says
Watt. ‘‘There are so many sci-
entists working in London and
London is so accessible from
anywhere in the world that the
attendance numbers would
have been very high.’’ But Bar-
celona is also a tremendous
venue, she says. ‘‘There is fan-
tastic energy in the new re-
search institutes that have
been founded in Barcelona:
stem cell research there is
young, it’s exciting, it’s dynamic, and
there’s tremendous support from the Cat-
alan government.’’
Watt is no stranger to leadership. She
has been running her own lab for more
than 25 years, is a former president of
the British Society for Cell Biology, and
since last year has been deputy director
of the new Cancer Research UK (CR-
UK) Cambridge Research Institute and
the Wellcome Trust Centre for Stem Cell
Research at the University of Cambridge.
These cutting-edge research facilities,
which both opened in early 2007, have
already made a substantial impact on
the research community.
Watt’s enthusiasm for science is some-
thing that she is clearly keen to pass on
to her trainees, including the 27 students
who have successfully completed PhD
degrees under her supervision to date.
‘‘We have to make sure we are growing
the next generation of stem cell re-
searchers and that the quality of these
young scientists as they come through is
just a high as in any other scientific disci-
pline,’’ she says. ‘‘We have to make sure
they do rigorous research that will stand
the test of time.’’ Clearly this has paid
off, with a high proportion of Watt’s stu-
dents and postdocs going on to success-
ful scientific careers in the areas of cell
biology, cancer research, and stem cell
research.
As she becomes the first female presi-
dent of the ISSCR, she is also acutely
aware that she is a role model for women
in science, a responsibility she takes
extremely seriously. Between 2004 and
2005, Watt conducted interviews with 24
leading female scientists. She put the
same four questions to these women,
their answers appearing in the Journal of
Cell Science, a publication of which Watt
has been Editor in Chief since
1992. ‘‘I produced the series
because I realized that some
of my close female colleagues
were entering their sixties and
so were in sight of retirement.
I wanted to capture their per-
spective of 30 or even 40 years
(and that of younger women
too) on being a woman scien-
tist,’’ says Watt. She came
away from the project feeling
rather depressed. ‘‘I do feel
that some women scientists
have suffered for their careers
in a way that their male col-
leagues have not. I felt it was
very important to capture that.’’
Reflecting on one of her
own questions—what changes
for women in science have
you observed?—Watt ac-
knowledges that as women’s
position in society has
changed over the last 30
years, so too has their stand-
ing in science. In addition,
funding agencies and confer-
ence organizers now play
a more active role to include
women, she says. ‘‘There’s
no doubt that there are now
more women around. I often534 Cell Stem Cell 2, June 2008 ª2008 Elsevier Inc.
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a grant meeting or the only woman in a ses-
sion at a conference and that has changed.
There are now equal numbers of men and
women doing PhDs and doing postdocs.’’
But, says Watt, being a woman can still be
a handicap when making your way to the
highest levels of science. This should im-
prove, as the women who are currently
postdocs progress through the ranks to
full professor. ‘‘It’s my hope that the female
postdocs and students in my lab at present
will look back in 20 years’ time and say that
gender has never been an issue for them.’’
In addition to the importance Watt pla-
ces on mentoring the next generation of
stem cell scientists, she is keen to
strengthen the relationship between basic
science and clinical practice. One of the
explicit aims of the CR-UK Cambridge
Research Institute is to bring basic cancer
research closer to the practical world of
cancer prevention, diagnosis, and treat-
ment. Watt is proud that among the PhD
students she has trained are eight clini-
cians. She has also been able to give
other clinician scientists the opportunity
to join her lab and experience stem cell re-
search firsthand. ‘‘I want young clinicians
to gain an appreciation of how to do andevaluate basic science. It is also clear
that the basic scientists in my lab learn
a great deal from the clinicians. It helps
them to think about how basic research
can be used for patient benefit.’’
This process of education is all part of
an ongoing challenge to present an accu-
rate picture of stem cell research to
a wider community, and it’s one that the
ISSCR under Watt’s leadership is likely
to take as seriously as ever. The Society
will continue to pay close attention to the
legal and ethical challenges of conducting
stem cell research in different countries,
she says. ‘‘This can be very valuable and
help shape new policy.’’
ISSCR also has an important role in
bringing balance to the way stem cell re-
search is reported by the media. With
the recent interest in induced pluripotent
stem cells, for example, the Society was
quick to stress the need for research
using all types of stem cells, including
embryonic stem cells. ‘‘I’m always im-
pressed that when something like this
comes up very busy scientists within the
ISSCR will take time very quickly to com-
ment on, and refine, a press release,’’
says Watt. ‘‘We believe that people will
pay attention to what ISSCR has to sayCell Stembecause of the quality of the argument
that’s gone into it.’’
It’s important too for the Society to
keep a lookout for bogus therapeutic
claims that are being made in the name
of stem cells, she says. This is damaging
on two levels. ‘‘First, it’s tragic that people
who are desperately ill are being conned
by charlatans. Second, if cures are being
touted that don’t pass muster it really
damages the public perception of the
research area.’’
For Watt, there’s little doubt about the
potential of stem cells to revolutionize
medicine. But she’s under no illusion
about the hurdles that need to be cleared
to get from the current position to a world
in which patients are regularly being
treated with stem cell therapies. ‘‘Manag-
ing expectations is terribly important.’’ It’s
crucial not to claim too much too quickly
and to appreciate the length of time
involved in going from proof-of-principle
to something that is available in the clinic,
she says. It’s clear that Watt is looking for-
ward to her term as president. Her exem-
plary scientific credentials, her thoughtful
approach to her subject, and her natural
talent for leading people should all stand
her in good stead.
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